





NELLIE MASSACRE AND THE DAWN OF 
MINORITY POLITICS IN ASSAM: 


A massacre proved to be a blot to the peaceful and harmonious 
coexisting phenomenon of Indian state of Assam. 


An Extensive Discourse by Farhina Ahmed 

Dept. Of Political Science 

Jagannath Barooah College, Jorhat, Assam, India 
Correspondence author — farhina.ahmed15@gmail.com 














Contents 


1. Chapter I — Introduction BS) 
Objectives of the study 6 
Methodology 6 
Review of literature 7 

2. Chapter II — Nellie Massacre: A Historical Overview 8 

2.1 - The Nellie incident 9-10 
2.2 - Nature of the massacre 10 
2.3 - Causes of the massacre (from dual perspective) 10-11 
3. Chapter III - Emergence of minority politics in Assam’s political meadow 12-13 
4. Conclusion 13 

5. Bibliography & References 14 


2|Page 














1.Introduction 


Violence is a serious Public Health issue. Violence is "any form of behaviour by an individual 
that threatens to orders cause physical sexual or psychological harm to or does themselves" 
(Stanko: 2001:316). The act of killing violence till death in large number is often referred to as 
massacre. It is the act of killing a number of usually helpless or unresisting human beings under 
the circumstances of atrocity. The ill practice of massacres has occurred throughout recorded 
history and is even known to have existed in pre recorded times. The South Asian region of the 
world has encountered many such massacres. Mangadh massacre of 1913, Jallianwala Bagh 
massacre of 1919, Calcutta riots of 1926 and 1946, etc. are some of the instances of massacres in 
colonial India. One such horrendous act carved out of xenophobic feelings and large scale 
violence was the Nellie massacre. Often regarded as one of the most cruel and gruesome 
events/genocides to ever happened in post partition India (TOI: Feb 26, 1983), the Nellie 
massacre is a blot to the peaceful and harmonious coexisting phenomenon of Indian state of 
Assam. Infamously, known as the Nellie massacre, this incident shook India to prove itself as 
one of the most life demanding massacres of modern times. A result of rumors, insecurities and 
sense of alienation, the Nellie massacre one of the lesser researched yet a diversified event to 
study and analyse on violence and massacres in India. Unique from other massacres the Nellie 
incident is characterized by uncommon features of pressure and politics of that time. Nellie 
massacre took place in Feb 18'", 1963 in the districts of Nagaon (Nowgong) of Assam with death 


claims of 2100 and more. 
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Objectives of the study 


This dissertation will attempt to unveil the following points: 
i.The roots, nature and perspectives of the Nellie violence. 


i1.The emergence of identity politics in the political structure/backdrop of Assam. 


Methodology 


The proposed Skill Enhancement Course (SEC) project will be completed by using mainly 
secondary sources. However, periodicals as well as biographical writings will also be used along 
with stats data so as to obtain a clear and precise picture of the incident and avoid any form of 


dispute within. 


4|Page 














il. 


iil. 


iv. 


Vi. 


Vil. 


5|Page 


Review of literature 


Kimura, Makiko., The Nellie Massacre of 1983: An Agency of Rioters brings to 
light the gruesome Nellie incident, which involves the massacre of about 2,000 
Muslim villagers, took place during the antiforeigner movement, with the intent of 
driving out illegal Bangladeshi immigrants. The book helps to obtain a clear picture 
of the dual perspectives of the massacre i.e., the attackers and the victims and to 
derive the nature and causes of the incident. 


Krishna, Subasri., What The Fields Remember is a documentary film which 
revisits the Nellie massacre through the lens of a spectator, the film derives the 
motives from the survivors of the massacre Sirajuddin Ahmed and Abdul Khayer’s, 
expurgating the event, and their struggles of recovering from the dreadful loss and 
memories that refuse to fade away, the film makes an attempt to traverse the ideas of 
violence, memory and justice. 


Baruah, Sanjib., India Against Itself: Assam and the Politics of Nationality 
analyses the insurgency in Assam in order to explore the politics of subnationalism. 
The author takes on a distinctive and lucid interpretation of the political as well as 
economic past of the state Assam from the time it became a part of British colonial 
India and a leading tea-producing region in the dawn of 19" century. 


Directorate of Land Requisition And Reforms., Land Resolution on Settlement 
(1945) is a informative internet archive of the govt. One can access through the 
spectrum of dates and derive the data and stats related to the incident so as to prevent 
any conflict that may arise. 


Clause 6., Assam Accord website helps us to back the research by unveiling what the 
state used to advocate in terms of immigrants. 


Census Bureau Reports., Govt of India has the mandate statistical data of imports 
and exports of various commodities exchanged which helps extracting an unbiased 
and optimum conclusion in the research. 


Dwyer, Philip and Ryan, Lyndall., Theatres of Violence: Massacre, Mass Killing 
and Atrocity throughout History portrays a distinction between genocide and 
massacre and brings together a wide range of approaches and case studies. 














2. Nellie Massacre: A Historical Overview 


To understand and evaluate the incident of Nellie, we have to go back a few decades in time and 
focus our magnified mirror on the partition of Bengal in 1905 by Lord Curzon (the then viceroy 
of India). With the motive of weakening Hindu-Muslim unity in Bengal, Curzon divided Bengal 
into two provinces, Bengal (including modern West Bengal, Odisha, Bihar) and Eastern Bengal 
and Assam. As a result of the partition immigration was followed in Assam. These immigrants, 
popularly termed as 'Mymensinghas' or 'Miyas' were originally Muslims peasants of East Bengal 
origin. This Bengali speaking 'Miya' or 'Mymensingha' population was allowed to come and 
settle in the parts of Brahmaputra valley (mostly lower). In the 1920s and 30s, they mostly 
settled near the river banks of the Brahmaputra, with the purpose of land grazing and fertile 
cultivation. According to the resolution on land settlement, 1945 (15" Jan), Muslim immigrants 
from East Bengal who came before 1* Jan, 1938 were to be treated as equally entitled to get 
settlement as landless indigenous people. However, special provisions were also to be made for 
protection of the tribal classes constituting a tribal belt in the submontane tracts where they 
predominate. One thing to be noticed is that all of these policies and resolutions were formulated 
during the British colonial period. Before immigration, the Tiwas (the original tribal to the land) 
constituted over more than 10% of the total population. In the initial years, Nellie and other 
surrounding areas had less immigration rate but later in 1940s, the number kept growing and land 


scarcity was witnessed. 


Muhammad Saadulla! led Muslim League unbarred the Professional Grazing Reserves (PGR)” to 
accommodate immigrants even after repeated reports suggesting him that this step might prove 
harmful to the immigrant-indigenous relationship. With the abolishment of the Line System?, the 
Muslim peasants of Bengal origin were free to settle at those areas as well. It may be mentioned 
that out of the villages attacked during the Nellie massacre, was one erstwhile part of a PGR 
called Alichinga Grazing Reserve. These small events instigated the sparks of the fire that 
resulted in one of the most ghastly massacres of modern times. Saadulla's 'Grow More Food' 
initiative during the Bengal famine of 1943 in Assam which encouraged immigrant settlement 


and cultivation is highly criticized as a 'Grow More Muslims' policy. 
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Language being one of the most conflicting political debates of Assam was once again put 
forward during the 1950s and 1960s. The demand for 'Assamese' language as the state language 
passed by the Assam Sahitya Sabha during 1950 and 1959 also stimulated the growing 
indigenous instincts and indirectly formulated a sense of intolerance towards the Bengali 


speaking population of the state. 


The sense of land alienation among the indigenous groups including the Tiwas, was felt 
extensively in the Central Assam region, mostly in Morigaon (then Nagaon) district of Assam as 
the Muslim population was relatively growing larger. According to 1971 census, around 39.39% 
of the population of Nagaon (now Morigaon) was Muslim in comparison to the Tiwa indigenous 
population which was around 10-15%. When the anti-foreigner movement started the leaders of 
the movement raised the issue of land alienation among the indigenous communities like Tiwa 
and others in order to back their claims that this influx of immigration has hugely ill impacted 
the socio-economic Assam. This issue was one of the primary reasons among others that show 


tits way to violence in and around Nellie areas. 


2.1.The Nellie Incident: On the morning of February 18th, 1983, more than 2191 people were 
killed in Nellie and 13 other surrounding villages of Nagaon (now Morigaon) district of Assam. 
The 13 area villages included - Alichinga, Borjola,Indurmari, Mati Parbat, Mati Parbat no.8, 
Muladhari, Silbeta, Borbori, Butunu, Bugduba Habi, Bugduba Beel, Basundhari and Khula 
Pathar. All these villages were attack simultaneously. A total of 6 hour long genocide took place 
in the morning of that black day. What was more startling was the presence of 3 media personnel 
as witnesses to the massacre. Most of the attacked villages were Muslim dominated. The 
genocide started at around 8 a.m. in the morning from a village called Borbori, situated north 
east to Nellie when a large mob with arms, guns and machetes of Tiwa, Mikir, Bodo origin and 
also of some Assamese Hindu origins attacked the villages with slogans of 'Long Live Assam’, 
Dead bodies were scattered in the paddy fields and blood turned the still paddy waters red. 
Houses of the Muslims were burnt and the victims had no refuge to protect themselves from the 
assailants. People who could reach the nearest CRPF camps were able to save their lives. 
According to the derived data, among the victims 70% were women, 20% were elderly and only 


10% were men (Mehta Commission Report 1985:167). 
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The attack was stopped between 3:45 p.m. to 4:00 p.m. in the afternoon only once the CRPF 
troops reach the site. By then, a large number of Muslim populations had already been killed and 


tortured to death. 
2.2. Nature of the massacre: 


> Poor attacking the poor - the main participants of the massacre were the 
poor farmers and the poor immigrants. It was a situation of the poor 
attacking the poor but in rural areas. The incident was limited to only a 
specific area and did not spread in the other parts of the state of Assam. 

>» Influence of Student Organisations - It is considered to be another adding 
factor but had no direct control over the participants of the riots and also 
denied responsibility. 

> Lack of organized management - The local police did not take action 
promptly but it is to be noted that not because of any government. The 
ruling government (Congress-INC) simply did not have any control over 
the rioters. Police was commiserative to the movement to boycott the 
foreigners and hence also did not actively take part in the protection of the 
victims during the massacre. 

> No routinization of the violence (at least in that area) - The Nellie 
massacre was the only event of violence in the Nagaon district on the 
Bengali Muslim population. After the event, what surprises the most is 
that the survivors went back to their villages and lived with their attackers 


till date. 


2.3.Causes of Nellie massacre through the prism of the assailants and the victims: Before 


going through the causes of this horrendous/dreadful massacre, we have to first analyse and 
recognise the background of both the victims and the assailants and their varying perspectives. 
The victims of this massacre were the Muslim peasants who settled in the area surrounding 
Nellie and originally immigrated from East Bengal (now Bangladesh). The assailants or the 
attackers were mostly farmers and peasants belonging to the indigenous communities (Tiwas) or 
from lower divisions of the caste system, usually categorised as schedule caste and other 


backward caste. 
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Perspective of the victims: From the perspective of the victims the attackers sought revenge from 
the Muslim peasants for their participation in the election that All Assam Students Union 
(AASU) and All Assam Gana Sangram Parishad (AAGSP) had called for a boycott. Some of the 
victims however, did not pay any heed to such calls for boycott and participated in the elections 


and casted their votes which instigated the locals to call for a revenge against them. 


Perspective of the attackers: One thing that can be noticed in the perspectives of the assailants 
was that they had many reasons (although debatable) to start this massacre. One section of the 
attackers reasoned the incident of sudden kidnapping of tribal girls by the immigrants as a cause 
of the attacks. Another section cited the elections and the Assam agitation as the direct cause of 
the violence. The leadership of AASU and AAGSP in the anti foreigners movement also 


encouraged the attackers to act against the peasants of immigrant background. 


However out of all the many reasons, the narrative of land alienation by immigrants is the 
dominant one. It is evident in the writings of author and writer Sanjib Baruah, who wrote "Some 
of the worst violence occurred in villages around Nellie, an area where Tiwa people once had 
their kingdom, much of the area is now settled by Bengali immigrants and their descendants. 
Tiwas are a ‘plains tribe’ who had lost much of their land to immigrants from East Bengal" 


(Baruah 1999:134). 


The fear of being alienated from one's own Land by immigrants sowed the seeds of hatred 


towards the Bengali Muslims by the Tiwas and other indigenous people of that area. 
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3. Emergence of minority politics in Assam’s political meadow 


Muslims in Assam can be broadly divided into two categories: indigenous and immigrant. The 
Assam Accord of 1985 cleared the date of 25" March 1971 as the cutoff limit for identifying 
foreigners in the state. Language has been one of the major determinants of the same. The 
indigenous Muslims are mostly Assamese speakers while a large part of the immigrant section is 
bilingual. Although during the census of 1991, post Nellie massacre of 1983, many of those 
bilingual speakers have identified Assamese as their primary language in census enumeration 
despite Bengali being their majorly spoken language. The incidents of Nellie massacre and the 
violence on the immigrant minorities during Assam movement had raised the growing demand 


for a separate political platform for them. 


Although there has been many instances and steps taken towards the formation of associations 
and political parties in Assam for meeting the demands and establishing a political awareness 
among the Muslims of the state right from the rule of Muslim League to establishment of Eastern 
India Muslim Association (EIMA) in 1977, to United Minority Front (UMF) in 1985, the lack of 
support to the Bengali immigrant Muslim population as well, neo Muslims (Ahmed 1999: 
Hussain 1993) was quite evident. The UMF can be considered as a platform to mobilize the 
Muslims of Assam to form a separate political stage. The UMF was broadly an alliance between 
the Hindu Bengalis and immigrant Muslims in Assam, both the communities which were 


targeted, and played the role of victims during the Assam movement of 1979-85. 


With the signing of the Assam Accord, the existence of the immigrant community and its safety 
was hugely challenged. The clauses of the Assam Accord, specially clause 6 which states, 
“Constitutional, legislative and administrative safeguards, as may be appropriate, shall be 
provided to protect, preserve and promote the cultural, social, linguistic identity and heritage of 
the Assamese people” gave huge immunization to the indigenous Assamese population which 


ultimately threatened the ‘other’ population. 


In 2005, a fraction of UMF emerged into AUDF (Assam United Democratic Front). In 2009, the 
same party relaunched itself as a national party called the AIUDF (AII India United Democratic 


Front) with Badruddin Ajmal as its leader. With its policies and businesses based on the issues of 
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immigrants and immigration, this political party has shown good success in the last few state 
assembly elections, and has influenced the state policies with a great deal. Interestingly, despite 
claiming itself as a party which stands for the removal of illegal migration in the state and openly 
criticizing the 'Citizenship Amendment Act’ proposed by the centre which plans to accommodate 
foreigners of neighboring countries belonging to Hinduism, Sikhism and Jain religious traditions 
in India, the dominance of AIUDF in Assam elections has created a great platform for BJP to 
grow and form government in 2016 and 2019 state elections. The blaming, allegations, the 
charges, the jokes and everything have contributed in making Assam a place of political chaos. 
Unlike other ethnic minorities of the state the desire of the Muslim immigrants is not autonomy 


but preference for assimilation. 


4.Conclusion 


Unlike any other massacre or genocide the Nellie massacre has also been very disturbing, 
stressing, violent and in a manner very unanticipated in its way. The idea of neighbors killing 
their neighbors in such a large scale, that too in a rural background was shocking to the core of 
Assamese culture and very contemporary in the state of Assam. Assam has been a state of 
assimilation from the days of Ahom rule. This sudden change in persona of the kind and 
welcoming Assamese population reflected many aspects of sub-nationalism, power influence as 
well as the role of rumors in the given situation of Nellie massacre. The devastating massacre of 
1983 not only pointed the defining events of the ongoing Assam movement but it also laid 
grounds to the future politics of the state. 


The Nellie massacre of 1983 can be termed as the official beginning of identity and minority 
politics in the state of Assam. The signing of Assam Accord, the formation of government by the 
Assam Gana Parishad, the policies under the Congress government and the integration of AUDF 
and UMF into AIUDF, with all these chronological events appraised, the scope of minority 
politics in Assam has only widened with time. Although the present ruling party of the state has 
their own Nationalist cards to play, it will be interesting as well as fascinating to study how these 
turn of events will impact the cultural alongside the ethnic politics of the state which is also 
simultaneously at play. 
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Appellations: - 

i. Muhammad Saadulla' - Sir Syed Muhammad Saadulla (1885-1955) was the first prime 
minister of Assam in British India. 

ii. Professional Grazing Reserves (PGR)’ - Professional Grazing Reserves or PGR are 
areas which were confined for the bounds of afforestation and grazing, and any form 
form of human settlement or habitat was strictly prohibited. 

iii. Line System’ - It was a system introduced in the Kamrup and Nagaon districst of 
Assam under which the Muslim immigrants of Bengal origin particularly from the East 
Bengal were required to settle in distinguished areas of the Brahmaputra valley. It was an 


initiative taken by the then government of Assam under the policy of ‘Grow More Food’. 
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